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By WARREN H. SCHMIDT * 


This is the third in a series of brief articles 
dealing with group participation. Watch this space 
each month for these helpful discussions. 


Problem: What can a leader or member of a group 
do to protect the group from the person who mo- 
nopolizes the discussion? 


Things to remember in dealing with this problem: 


1. The first problem, of course, is to try to find 
out why a particular individual feels such a strong 
need to express himself so frequently. It may be 
because he wants desperately to feel respected by 
the group. Or perhaps he feels that his ideas are 
not being fully understood—and therefore he 
must repeat and restate them for purposes of clari- 
fication. Or he may actually see himself as the 
group’s best “idea man” and therefore assume 
that his contributions merit more attention. The 
point is that there is no one cure for the domi- 
nator; the first task is to become more sensitive 
to behavioral cues as to the cause. 

2. Some overparticipants can relax more easily 
if they are sure that their ideas have been under- 
stood and given visibility. Putting such ideas on 
the blackboard can serve this purpose and shorten 
clarifying speeches. The leader can simply say, 
after writing the idea on the board, “Is this an 
accurate statement of the point you are making, 
Mr. Jones? .. . Now, are there other points that 
some of us would like to add?” If Mr. Jones’s idea 
has been correctly recorded, he has no reason to 
keep explaining it and the way is open to other 
participants. 

3. The practice of group observation can help 
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the overparticipant become conscious of his effect 
on the group. Some groups find it useful to spend 
the last few minutes of each session evaluating 
the progress they made. A good question might 
be, What could we have done differently during 
this meeting to make our session more productive? 
During such a self-appraisal period, comments 
about uneven participation can easily come out 
into the open. 

4. Breaking a larger group into smaller work- 
ing groups for part of the period helps curb the 
influence of the overparticipant. Such a monop- 
olizer can be involved in only one small sub- 
group, leaving the other groups free to proceed 
without his influence. 

5. Sometimes a specialized role in the group will 
prevent the overparticipant from dominating the 
discussion. He can, for example, be asked to 
undertake the function of clarifying, or record- 
ing, or summarizing the ideas of the group. The 
leader can say something like, “Mr. Jones, why 
don’t you take some notes on the points we’re 
bringing out here, and then summarize them for 
us when we come to the end of this issue.” This 
gives Mr. Jones some status, a responsibility—and 
an approved time for his particular comments. 

6. If the overparticipant is having a seriously 
bad influence on the group, this fact should be 
brought to his attention. It is important, however, 
that this be done in as nonthreatening a manner 
as possible, and without questioning his motives. 
This might be done by a friend after a group 
session. 


1 Dr. Schmidt is project coordinator, Adult Education Association 
of the United States of America. 





